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Introduction
The foundations of our arguments are the results of the 
Project on the Social Value of Altamira, led by the Incipit-
CSIC, within the framework of the Research Programme for 
the Preventive Conservation and Access Regime for the 
Cave of Altamira, which was carried out between 2012 and 
2014, with the support of the Spanish Ministry of 
Education, Culture and Sport, with Gaël de Guichen 
(ICCROM) as the scientific director. 
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Altamira on the map
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1977 
Anything 
would be 
preferable 
to close 
the caves 
of 
Altamira 
They 
will 
not 
close 
"The sale of the caves has been 
a dirty trick" 
Don’t touch 
us the 
caves! 
Caves of 
Altamira: 
Up to 
200.000 
visitors per 
year 
Starting Point: Altamira in crisis 
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Altamira 
Program 
1. Control of 
biodeterioration 
3. Conservation 
of Polychromy  5. Social Value 
2. 
Environmental 
Monitoring 
4. Accesibility 
See Digital.CSIC: 
Social Value of Altamira Collection 
http://digital.csic.es/handle/10261/112860 
 
Mercedes Tejería Martínez. Bison. 2013. iPad. 
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A project with the aim of 
characterising Altamira as 
a social phenomenon in 
different dimensions and 
on different levels, in 
order to better assess the 
transcendence and 
relevance of the decisions 
which would have to be 
taken. 
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Altamira’s Life 1: prehistoric place 
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Altamira’s Life 1: prehistoric place 
The cave probably had the role of an aggregation site, 
with a high degree of symbolic significance and a 
peculiar topography which, paradoxically, leads it to be 
“close to the sky”.  
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Altamira’s Life 2: lethargic sleep 
It stopped possessing an identity and stopped 
being a “place”… 
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Altamira’s Life 3.1: monument 
First drawing. 
José de Argumosa, 
1880 
Marcelino Sanz de 
Sautuola and his daughter 
1902 
La grotte d’Altamira. 
Mea culpa d’un 
sceptique… 
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Altamira’s Life 3.1 : monument 
King Alfonso XIII 
Duke of Alba 
The management passed to the 
hands of the Duke of Alba, who 
was the president of the High 
Council for Excavations and 
Antiquities and a friend of King 
Alfonso XIII (1902-1931) who, 
during the 1920s, usually spent the 
summer in Santander and visited 
the cave every year. 
With Victoria Eugenie Julia Ena of 
Battenberg, granddaughter of Victoria, 
queen consort 
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Life 3.1 of Altamira: monument 
In 1925 the museum was already open (including the hut for 
the warden of the cave) and an initial project for adapting the 
cave for visitors was put into action. Altamira was also 
declared a national monument. 
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Altamira’s Life 3.1 : monument 
Felipe Criado 
Serie Santander 
2009 
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Altamira’s Life 3.1 : monument 
1955 http://www.rtve.es/filmoteca/no-do/not-659/1483023/ 
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Altamira’s Life 3.2: heritage 
Life 3.1 Life 3.2 
As Spain emerged from the postwar depression the number of 
visitors grew each year. Between 1955 and 1973, the number of 
annual visits increased from 55,000 to 173,000 
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Three new pavillions 
Old Museum   
Altamira’s Life 3.2 : heritage 
1977 
1985 could have marked the beginning of an exemplary 
modernisation in the management of the site but two great problems 
arose: 
1) its foundations were laid on pre-existing economic, political and 
social structures (in Altamira the management practices of the 
cave dating back to before the decisions of the period 1977-1985 
continued in force) and the old local and national oligarchies 
remained almost intact, and 
2) 2) the problem of the territorial model was not resolved, which, 
in Cantabria, is manifest in a fierce dichotomy of identity between 
Spanish and regional nationalism, a problem which is transferred 
to conflicts regarding the tutelage and management of Altamira. 
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Altamira’s Life 3.2 : heritage 
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Altamira’s Life 3.2 : heritage 2001 
The New Museum, a project 
by Navarro Baldeweg 
A new building, fully integrated in 
the environment, the access to 
which was modified in order to 
distance the entrance from that of 
the cave 
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Altamira’s Life 3.2 : heritage 
It includes a high quality replica of the Great Hall of Polychromes, 
painted by hand, combined with different museographic elements 
which enlighten visitors on the context of life of Paleolithic societies 
and on the archaeological work carried out. The excellent programme 
of the museum was conceived as an illustration of prehistoric means 
of life, rather than telling the story of the third life of Altamira and its 
current vicissitudes. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
Close to the original cave, visitors are not invited to 
draw near to the entrance (there is a marked route 
which keeps a clear distance), which supposedly 
contradicts the principles of authenticity.  
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
In the opinion of these authors, the extreme fragility of 
the original paintings could justify the fact that entry to 
the cave is denied but not the way in which the visitor is 
kept away from the main reason for their visit, nor the 
absence in the discourse of different opinions to those 
of the experts. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
All the social agents, experts or not, should have a voice 
in the debate regarding the future of the cave. 
This does not equate to minimising the role of the 
experts but contextualises their contributions in a much 
broader political debate. 
Altamira reopens 
as a training period 
Altamira open its doors to 
five people per week 
Altamira will host 
experimental visits 
until August 
The last time poster 
International Tourism Trade Fair  
22-26 January 2014 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
The controversy regarding the reopening 
of the cave arose as a result of the 
results of the Programme, which 
allowed for an experimental visiting 
regime giving access to the cave to five 
people per week, with the aim of 
evaluating the effects on the 
environment of the cave. This restricted 
opening continued following the end of 
the Programme which justified it, at the 
decision of the Board of Trustees. This 
decision was harshly criticised by some 
specialists, whose opinions were 
published in different digital media.  
Archaeology and Heritage Management at World Heritage Sites; Social and Economic Involvements 
Berlin, 16-18 October 2017. The three lives of Altamira and the future. Becoming a place again. 
The Future: becoming a place again? 
Scientists rebel against Altamira's opening  
Scientists rebel against Altamira's opening 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
The management of heritage 
must reach beyond mere 
management and enhancement. 
It must aspire to convert sites and 
spaces into new places for 
socialisation and must lead to a 
reflexive foresight regarding the 
consequences that our actions 
will cause in the future. Places 
are created and recreated by our 
actions. 
Declaring somewhere as a World Heritage site will end 
up transforming it into something different to what it 
was before. Therefore, our action must be reflexive and 
attempt to set the tone for its future evolution, to 
foresee the new means of existence for these heritage 
sites. In order to achieve this, we must be a step ahead 
of events, as far as is possible, via a critical, rather than 
merely technocratic, assessment of risks. 
This cannot be achieved without the cooperation of the 
social agents concerned. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
http://digital.csic.es/bitstream/10261/113135/1/PCP_Valor_Social.pdf 
 
Risk Assessment on Social Value: A first attempt to 
introduce critical vectors into an instrumental and 
quantitative practice under the Preventive 
Conservation paradigm. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
Risks identified 
Devaluation of Altamira as a factor for attraction to heritage. 
Devaluation and commercialisation of the image of Altamira. 
Generation and/or aggravation of conflicts of identity. 
Fracture between Altamira and its social environment (which 
in turn constitutes several different risks). 
• Fracture between the site and the administration upon 
which it depends. 
• Fracture between the site and the local authorities. 
• Fracture between the site and its immediate social 
environment (community). 
• Fracture between the site and its more distant (regional) 
social environment. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
Risks identified 
Devaluation of Altamira as a factor for attraction to heritage. 
Devaluation and commercialisation of the image of Altamira. 
Generation and/or aggravation of conflicts of identity. 
Fracture between Altamira and its social environment 
This shows the persistence of the essentialist or instrumental 
paradigm, which builds the object in such a way as to make it 
its only matter of interest. What may happen with the uses 
of heritage, how it is handled, the incidence which it has in 
the social body (in other words, its social life, the way in 
which it is socially built) is not considered to be of concern. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
Corrective measures 
A strategy to recuperate connections, the integration of 
identities and the fostering of participation 
by way of discussion groups and/or workshops with local and 
regional agents, designing a collaborative agenda, creating a 
space in the museum to foster the participation of the local 
population in the expositional discourse by means of oral 
memory and the history of the site, encouraging the 
participation of teaching staff in the educational activities, 
among other proposals. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
Corrective measures 
A strategy of communication for the re-evaluation of 
Altamira and the fostering of preventive conservation and 
transparency 
understanding that it is not only a question of raising awareness 
and informing of the need to protect heritage but of 
incorporating the fragility of Altamira as part of the 
museographic discourse, assuming its specificity, making the 
technical management of the cave transparent and transforming 
the social agents into active agents for conservation or, to 
paraphrase the language of safety, into preventive resources. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
Corrective measures 
A strategy to draw culture and art professionals back to 
Altamira 
creating an environment favourable to an increase in the links 
between Altamira and those professionals who feed, in one 
way or another, on the aesthetic, evocative and semantic 
power of the site, as well as its value as a means of transmitting 
knowledge, values and attitudes. 
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The Future: becoming a place again? 
Equipo Crónica 
Iberian Bullring 
1981 
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